CRACK THE CASE, authored by Dr. Nancy DeFrates-Densch, Northern Illinois University 

The Book Tests

Ms. Wiggins teaches fifth grade. Her students’ reading levels vary widely. Some of her students read far above grade level; others struggle to read at the third-grade level. Ms. Wiggins recognizes this and the problems it would present if she had students all read the same book—some would be bored while others would be frustrated. In addition, she knows that her students’ interests vary widely. This too might present problems for her if all students were required to read the same books. She wants her students to be optimally challenged and stimulated by the material they read. 

Because of these considerations, Ms. Wiggins is participating in a program in which children are allowed to choose books only within their zones of proximal development. She is very excited about the idea of her students all reading books that interest and challenge them.


During the first week of school, all the children are tested to determine their reading level and ZPD, which spans three grade levels. The school learning center has a wide variety of books for each grade level. Students are able to choose books within their “zones” that interest them. Students read their books and then take a 10-item multiple-choice test about the book. Students must pass the test in order to receive points for reading the book.


The students are initially excited about the program. “You mean we get to read anything we want?” asks one child.


“Yes, as long as it is within your ‘zone’,” replies Ms. Wiggins.


“No more book reports?” asks another.


“No, no more book reports.” Ms. Wiggins is particularly glad about this. It was becoming increasingly difficult to develop appropriate book report projects for the children. “This will be great,” she thinks.


The students all eagerly choose their first book of the year and begin reading. As they finish, they go to the learning center to take their tests on the computer. To Ms. Wiggins’ dismay, several of her highest performing students fail their first test.


“That’s the worst test I’ve ever taken,” one of them complains. “Who cares what color Arlis’s shirt was in Old Yeller? What a stupid question! And why would I want to remember the name of that dumb girl’s dog? I don’t even remember HER name!”


Other students begin complaining, also. The test questions cover none of the things they used to include in their book reports. Instead, the tests are comprised of much more specific questions and offer four answers from which to choose. In total, 20 of the 24 students fail the first test. Ms. Wiggins is understandably upset. She’s not sure what has gone wrong. 

1. What are the issues in this case?

2. From an information-processing perspective, why are Ms. Wiggins’ students failing the book tests?

3. What could they do to better prepare for the tests?

4. What can Ms. Wiggins do to help them?

5. What are the advantages and disadvantages of a reading program such as this?

